Ivory plaque in the Assyrian style, from Zawiyeh, with a hunting scene. Fletcher Fund, 1951 title The Discoveries of Botta and Layard Applied to the Elucidation of the Holy Writ but in his foreword says: "I had the approbation of the public in reading the sculptures upon the walls together with the Scriptures as I progressed (through the ruined chambers)." This expression of reading the sculptures on the walls is a very happy one, for it gives the clue to the purpose that the scenes, especially those of the chase and the military campaigns, were meant to serve. They were not carved to be admired for their beauty but to tell a tale. The scenes were drawn in such a way as to include within the limited space as many as possible of what were considered the essential features of the events. All else was ignored. The fact that those who carved the bas-reliefs were fettered to their own artistic conventions (or unfettered to those of the nineteenth century) made them easier rather than more difficult to "read."
The Assyrian wall sculptures were not held up for aesthetic judgment before being allowed entry into the British Museum as had been the fate of the Elgin marbles, which had been disparagingly compared with the Apollo Belvedere, that once greatly admired "Greek" statue. The extravagant claim has never been made for Assyrian art that it is "incomparable, . . . one of the great inspirations which have redeemed the world from mediocrity and vulgarity," and no one, fortunately, has ever suggested that "searching out and appreciation of . . . unique and ideal beauty in all its phases" is the true task of Assyrian archaeologists. Although Layard and his near plagiarists, such as Bonomi, paid lip service to the artistic standards of the day, admitting the superiority of the Greeks (though pointing out how well earlier peoples portrayed animals), they then proceeded to concentrate on describing the excavations and the antiquities rather than solving or setting aesthetic problems. The sculptured slabs told stories of an ancient race of whom many people wanted to know more. In these bas-reliefs they could see with their own eyes such beasts as Daniel dreamed of, lions with eagles' wings. They could behold in stone Jehu, king of Israel, prostrating himself before the Assyrian king as he brought his tribute. Nothing could be plainer to the eye than the surrender to Sennacherib of Lachish, the city which in the time of Joshua had been "delivered" into the hand of Israel.
The two men chiefly responsible for the removal of this material when excavations were first conducted on a large scale in the 1840 
Layard had a subtitle for his widely-read book Nineveh and Babylon. It was An Inquiry into the Manners and Arts of the Ancient
Assyrians. He did not choose it for nothing because, even at that early date, the number of objects made of various materials that had been retrieved from the soil of Assyria was extremely large, so that considered with the elaborate details shown on the sculptured reliefs, he had substance for his "Inquiry." He and others recognized at once that everything discovered in the Assyrian palaces was not Assyrian. The importance of Assyria's neighbors was not forgotten in the first flush of enthusiasm for Assyrian art. Phoenicia, for one, was considered as the source of some of the metalwork, and eyes were quick to recognize the Egyptian appearance of many of the ivories found, though it was also seen that Egyptians did not make them, their manufacture being credited to the Assyrians. The ivories discovered at Nimrud in the nineteenth century, apart from two or three scraps, bore practically no resemblance to the scenes of hunting and warfare sculptured on the stone dadoes that decorated the bottom of the walls of Assyrian palaces. Layard considered that they showed foreign influence but were of Assyrian workmanship. Later it was generally conceded that most of the Nimrud ivories were either Phoenician or North Syrian, the former especially often having a strong Egyptian flavor. As a result of the 1951 excavations at Nimrud there are now certain indications that Assyria must not be left too much out of the picture. Several pieces of ivory have been found which were decorated in an Assyrian fashion rather than a foreign one. They supplement a few exceptional pieces taken from Nimrud many years ago and suggest that there were, after all, some close links with Assyrian mural sculptures. Perhaps the most striking resemblance is to be seen in some other ivory plaques, discovered in what is now Persian Kurdistan. In ancient times this region was the land of the Biblical Minni, a people who were sometimes the enemies and sometimes the allies of the Assyrians. The plaques and other ivory fragments from this site were found in a bronze receptacle that was probably a coffin of Assyrian workmanship. It is interesting to see that engraved on the rim of this metal container is a procession of foreigners bearing tribute to their conquerors, among the objects being horns or tusks.
Ivory was a highly prized material in the first
From the chariots included in some of the hunting scenes it is possible to know when this group of ivory plaques were made. The way in which certain details of Assyrian chariots changed during the course of the first millen- There is nothing surprising in the fact that the art of a people who had created a great empire should contain elements that were not peculiar to it alone. The art of Assyria was derived from many sources; it was influenced by others, others in turn were influenced by it, and various elements were bequeathed to later civilizations. The very way the empire was managed ensured a mingling of the arts and crafts of many races. The Assyrians collected tribute from foreign lands, received and gave presents and, on successful campaigns, looted the temples and palaces of their enemies. This is repeatedly written in their records and frequently shown in their sculptured decorations. They moved large numbers of conquered peoples from their own countries into Assyria and elsewhere. In addition to this, craftsmen were valuable, and it has long been the tradition in the Near East to summon them from far places for any major undertaking. The incorporation of a foreign group, often of a different religion but skilled in a particular craft, within the general community has long been practiced in the Near East. There is another factor in the way the art of one place affects that of another, as is illustrated in modern times. In New York there are several structures that are actual copies of others in France. So in the Old Testament we read how "king Ahaz went to Damascus to meet Tiglath Pileser king of Assyria, and saw an altar that was at Damascus: and king Ahaz sent to Urijah the priest the fashion of the altar, and the pattern of it, according to all the workmanship thereof." In those days, too, there was deliberate copying. It may not always be possible when looking at specific works of art, whether ancient or modern, to say by whom and for whom they were made; nor exactly when or where. They were created to answer no such questions. The art of the past, like that of the present, was alive and, being alive, had peculiarities and contradictions that cannot always be accounted for. Assyrian art is the expression of a people long since dead, but it is one that has life in it, for it is not completely past either our comprehension or our present enjoyment.
A detailed account of the ivories from Nimrud will be published by Professor Mallowan in a forthcoming number of IRAQ.
